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SAUERBECK'S PRICE INDEX. 

Mr. Sauerbeck makes the following statement to the Journal of the 
Institute of Bankers in regard to the course of prices to the end of 
1897 : — 

The annual index numbers of the prices of 45 commodities, the 
average of the 11 years 1867-77 being 100, are : — 



Average. 

1878-87 =79 

1888-97 =67 

1880 =88 

1888 =70 

1889 =72 



Average. 

1891 = 72 

1892 =68 

1893 =68 

1894 =63 

1895 =62 

1896 =61 



1890 =72 1897 =62 

The index number for last year is one point better than that for 
the preceding year, or the same as in 1895. As the low figure of 
1896 was mainly caused by unprecedentedly low prices, in the aggre- 
gate, of articles of food, so the number of 1897 was principally affected 
by the opposite course, higher prices of food, while the average of all 
materials was the lowest on record. Amongst the articles of the first 
class, wheat, barley, oats, potatoes, rice, and all sorts of meats, and 
particularly pork, were higher ; but sugar, coffee, and tea declined 
and ruled, on the average, lower than ever before. In the case of 
materials there was a moderate improvement for copper, tin, lead, and 
coals, but all textiles — cotton and wool, flax, hemp, and jute — and 
a number of sundry materials — viz., tallow, linseed oil, petroleum, 
nitrate, and indigo — ruled lower. Timber and soda, on the other 
hand, were higher. 

Taking articles of food and materials separately the index numbers 
compare thus : — 

Feb. Deo., 1895 July Dec, 1896 May .Sept. Dec, 1897 
Food .... 63.8 60.4 60.0 63.9 63.7 67.5 66.5 

Materials.. 57.0 61.8 58.6 60.6 59.4 60.4 59.4 

The course of prices during last year was strongly influenced by the 
rise of wheat in the second half and by the fall of cotton in the last 
quarter. While articles of food stand still 4 per cent higher than in 
December, 1896, and 1 1 per cent above the lowest point in July, 1896, 
materials are 2 per cent lower than a year ago, but still 4 per cent 
higher than at the lowest period in February, 1895. 
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Ten descriptions out of 45 contained in my tables showed records 
of lowest prices — viz., sugar (two descriptions), flax, Manila hemp, 
jute, tallow, linseed oil, and nitrate the lowest of the century, and 
Brazil coffee and indigo the lowest since 1852. 

Owing to the introduction of the gold standard in Japan the export 
to that country was entirely stopped, but there was a good demand 
for India, and, as in the previous year, silver was strongly favored by 
the Russian currency requirements. It appears that fully one-third 
of the world's total production was taken for that purpose. A year 
ago, and again in September, I called attention to this great demand, 
and it may be useful to inquire how much silver will really be required 
by Russia. It is the intention to replace all one and three rouble 
notes by silver, and as of these 233,000,000 roubles were issued, it 
would at 18 grammes fine silver require 4,200,000 kilos, or 146,000,000 
oz. standard. It is difficult to know the exact amount actually 
taken, as the complete Russian statistics are not to hand, but I 
estimate that the net quantity during the last three years, after allow- 
ing for industrial consumption, reached about 2,700,000 kilos, fine, 
equal to 94,000,000 oz. standard, or 150,000,000 roubles. As it is 
reported that only 106,000,000 roubles have so far been coined, there 
must be a considerable stock of silver on hand, while the quantity 
still to be purchased would on this basis amount to about 52,000,000 
oz. standard, equal to about 30 per cent of one year's production of 
the world. It is assumed in this calculation that the quantity of old 
silver coin in Russia will be sufficient for small coins. 

With regard to the general state of trade in Europe during the past 
year opinions appear to differ, but I believe there is plenty of evidence 
that the result was, on the whole, less favorable than that of 1896 
and the second half of 1895. The famine in India and the outbreak 
of plague seriously impeded the trade with this great dependency, and 
there was also a considerable reduction in the exports to the Far East, 
to Australia, and South America. The change in the tariff of the 
United States, while stimulating exports there during the first half of 
the year, caused a complete stoppage of demand later on. The textile 
industry, particularly of cotton and wool, was very depressed, and 
though the good demand for iron and other metals continued through- 
out the year the engineering trade in this country was greatly 
hampered by the protracted strike. The harvest on the Continent 
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was bad, causing a rise in the prices of breadstuffs, while large sugar 
crops and unprecedented crops of American cotton and Brazil coffee 
had a depressing influence on these articles. 

In the United States, on the other hand, things were much better. 
Prices of wheat were already good last winter, and in view of a pro- 
tective tariff there was considerable speculation in raw materials and 
manufactures, to be followed in the latter part of the year by the for- 
tunate coincidence of a good harvest and high prices of wheat. The 
exports show again, as in the previous year, an enormous excess over 
the imports, about 1350,000,000, and this must soon increase the 
demand for foreign goods again, notwithstanding the high duties. 
The settlement of the currency makes, unfortunately, no progress, 
although with a little good will and only a moderate amount of gold 
it could be placed in a sound position. 

The future of prices of raw materials will depend on the American 
demand and on any improvement in the condition of the East and of 
other extra-European countries, which, in my opinion, cannot be very 
far distant, but the geueral index number may be affected by any 
weakening in the now exceptional prices of wheat, and this must 
occur as soon as larger quantities are again brought to market. 



